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The present study examined how online faculty members structure their workspace in their
homes and how their work situation affects their home environment. The case study’s goal,
guided by an extension of Vischer's user-centered model of the work environment, was to
address this research gap through interviews and using photovoice, a technique in which
participants take photos and are interviewed about them. Eighteen faculty members from a
large online university were recruited through ads in the faculty newsletter. The inclusion
criterion was that the individual must only work online. Interested individuals completed an
email interview and emailed a photo of the area they considered work. Each participant was
interviewed about his or her responses and photos for 15–20 min on the telephone. Many
participants consciously separated their home and workplace through either utilizing a
separate room/area or maintaining a work schedule that separated work and home through
time management. However, the technology required for conducting their work (e.g.,
computer, printer, etc.) also played a strong role in the choice of maintaining a separate
workspace; especially for full-time faculty. The use of photovoice offered insights into how
participants perceived and thought about their workspace. Of concern, for some faculty
members was the surroundings within their defined workspace; having their books available
and a beautiful view from their window were mentioned.
Keywords: online faculty, distance faculty, remote faculty, telecommuting, university, photovoice,
work environment

Introduction
Online (also known as distance or remote) learning has become a ubiquitous entity: In 2014, 2.85
million students took all their courses at a distance and 2.97 million took some, but not all, courses
at a distance (Allen & Seaman, 2016). The essential characteristic of distance learning programs is
that students and instructors are geographically dispersed (Murphy, Levant, Hall, & Glueckauf,
2007). Students and instructors may be not only anywhere in the United States, but also throughout
the world. The number of faculty teaching online is uncertain, however, it is known that many are
part-time employees (Allen & Seaman, 2016), and virtually all work from their home.
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There has recently been research examining issues in the online education workplace, some
examples include stress and burnout in online faculty (Kennedy et al., 2015) and cyber-bullying and
incivility online (Clark, Werth, & Ahten, 2012; Eskey & Eskey, 2014). Tustin (2014) examined
perceptions of online versus brick-and-mortar faculty as to their attitudes toward online teaching.
There is very little research on how online faculty work within their homes. Oliver (2009) conducted
the only previous study on the online faculty home/work environment through a qualitative study of
26 community college faculty who worked both online and in person. However, Oliver was primarily
interested in the dynamics of teaching online and how the faculty members adjust their teaching
style to the online environment. Oliver did not ask about where or when faculty did their work. Little
is known about how faculty members who only work virtually structure their home environment and
how their work situation affects their home; the present study addresses this gap in the literature.

Telecommuting and the Virtual Work Environment
There is a related literature on telecommuters: individuals who work virtually for an outside
organization from within their own homes. Traditionally, telecommuting has been defined as a work
mode that may also encompass working in multiple satellite offices or other remote locations away
from home. Telecommuters typically allocate their work time between an office and home (Golden,
Veiga, & Simsek, 2006; Madsen, 2003; Nilles, 1994; Nuwer, 2016; Pratt, 1999). However, recent
definitions (e.g., in Ross, 2016) have acknowledged that telecommuters are frequently working in
remote locations and often do not have a centralized work location owned and operated by their
companies; thus, workers' connections to an organization, managers, and peers vary greatly. The
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016) reported that in 2015, 24.1% of workers did some or all their work
at home.
Some studies have suggested that telecommuting provides individuals with the opportunity to cope
with the competing demands of work and family domains, thereby reducing conflict (e.g., Rau &
Hyland, 2002; Stephens & Szajna, 1998). Others have countered that it gives rise to greater conflict
because of additional family demands resulting from greater proximity and accessibility (e.g., Igbaria
& Guimaraes, 1999; Kurland & Bailey, 1999) or that it has no effect on work–life balance (Hill,
Miller, Weiner, & Colihan, 1998; Nuwer, 2016). Golden et al. (2006) reported that job autonomy,
scheduling flexibility, and household size moderated telecommuting’s impact on family and work
conflict.
In many ways, online faculty members exemplify the new virtual teleworker. Online faculty may
work at multiple colleges and universities, which may or may not have a centralized campus. Their
interactions with supervisors vary a great deal between universities, and faculty may feel
unconnected to their employer (Stadtlander, Sickel, & Giles, 2014). Yet, little is known about how
faculty members who only work online structure their workspace in their homes and how their work
situation affects their home environment.

A Virtual Workplace Model
Vischer (2007, 2008) analyzed the workplace as a physical, functional, and psychological entity in
order to identify features related to the comfort and fit between a workplace and an employee.
Vischer conceptualized workers as seeking a level of comfort and manipulating their environment to
achieve it. Vischer’s model of environmental comfort encompasses three hierarchical categories: the
physical, functional, and psychological. Physical comfort relates to basic human needs (i.e., safety,
hygiene, and accessibility). Functional comfort is defined in terms of support for users’ performance
in work-related tasks and activities. Psychological comfort is related to feelings of belonging,
ownership, and control over the workspace.
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Hyrkkänen, Nenonen, and Kojo (2012) extended Vischer's (2007, 2008) user-centered model to
accommodate the virtual worker. Hyrkkänen et al. (2012) proposed that it is important for the
virtual worker to develop psychosocial comfort in their work environment. The authors related this
notion to the mechanics of computer and virtual tool (e.g., smartphone) use; however, it seems logical
that the model could include the home work environment and how online faculty members
manipulate that environment to accommodate their needs. The purpose of the present study is to
extend the previous work in this area and examine how faculty who teach only online control their
workspace at home and how working at home has affected their feelings about their work and home
environment. The present study addressed these issues through interviews and the use of
photovoice.

Photovoice
Photovoice is a form of participatory action research. The method is a valuable way to uncover
participants' views of their worlds and the challenges they face (Julien, Given, & Opryshko, 2013). In
photovoice, participants are asked to photograph what is salient in their everyday worlds, giving
attention to a phenomenon of interest, in the present case, their online work area. The resulting
photographs are used as prompts for discussions about the meanings and significances that the
participants attach to the documented activities or objects.
In the current descriptive case study, the “case” refers to the process of online faculty working within
their home; the study’s purpose is to understand how faculty who teach only online control their
workspace at home and how working at home has affected their feelings about their work and home
environment. Understanding how virtual workers separate home from work provides employers with
an opportunity to help new employees better care for themselves, resulting in potentially higher job
satisfaction and productivity.
Four research questions guided the study.
Research Question 1. Do online faculty members separate home from workplace?
Research Question 2. How has working online affected feelings of home for online faculty and
their family?
Research Question 3. How does their home environment affect their online work?
Research Question 4. How do online faculty members visualize their home workplace?

Method
Following approval from Walden University's Institutional Review Board, ads were placed in the
faculty monthly newsletter for 6 months (June through November 2015). The inclusion criterion was
that the individual must only work online with no brick-and-mortar office. Interested individuals
were sent the consent form and an email interview (see the Appendix), participants were also asked
to email a digital photo of the area they considered work. No images of people or identifiable
documents (e.g., on computer screens) were to be included. Each participant gave consent for the use
of their photo in publications by the researchers. Each participant was interviewed about his or her
responses to the email interview and photos for 15–20 min on the telephone by a researcher (see
interview questions in the Appendix).
A total of 26 faculty members offered to participate in the qualitative case study; however, only 18
faculty completed the full interview process. As shown in Table 1, of the 18 participants, 13 were
females (five were full time) and five were males (three full time). Note that while “part-time” faculty
members were part time for the university setting of the study, they may work online for multiple
colleges or universities.
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Table 1. Demographics of Participants
Subject
#
1
2
3

Age
65
54
56

Gender
Male
Female
Female

Race
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian

Work Status
Full time
Full time
Part time

Children at
Home
No
No
No

Years at
Institution
3
2
1

4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

42
71
68
68
65
47
30
43
64

Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female

Full time
Full time
Part time
Part time
Full time
Full time
Part time
Part time
Part time

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
No

6
3
10
3
6
14
3
2
2

13
14
15
16
17
18

36
48
37
39
64
49

Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male

Caucasian
Caucasian
Other
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Native
American
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian

Years
Teaching
10
15
Full-time
administration
15
44
43
35
13
14
5
20
10

Part time
Part time
Full time
Full time
Part time
Part time

No
No
Yes
Yes
No
Yes

1
3
5
5
8
5

15
16
12
15
30
15

Results
There were four research questions as the basis for the present qualitative case study. The first
research question asked if online faculty members separate their home from their workplace. Two
interview questions examined this issue: (a) “Tell me how you structure your environment to be able
to work online at home.” and (b) “Do you feel that you separate your work environment from your
home environment? If so, how do you do that?”
The most common theme (n = 12; 7 or 87.5% were full time) related to structuring the home
environment for work was to have a room dedicated as an office or study. For example, “My office is
separate from the rest of the house (we bought it for that reason) and I typically sit at my office desk
most of the day, even though I can take my laptop elsewhere” (Subject 15, female, age 37, full time).
Three indicated having a desk, but did not use the term office or study. Three worked in other areas
of the house, such as kitchen or living room.
Many faculty members (n = 12, 66.7%) mentioned a theme related to the importance of the
technology aspect of their work, which required an office. “I have two large high-definition screens
that I work primarily from. One is attached to a (university-provided) laptop, the other to a private
PC for back-up us” (Subject 2, female, age 54, full time). “I work with three screens, and so doc
editing and professional writing is most often done in my study. I have a good tablet for reading
student drafts just about anywhere—downstairs on the couch, in the bathtub, or outside” (Subject 6,
female, age 68, part time).
A third theme was mentioned by five faculty members (three part time) that structuring their work
hours helped them to separate home from work life. “I prefer to work mostly during the day during
the week. I do try to log in once on the weekend as well and check email” (Subject 2, female, age 54,
full time). “My hours are comparable to a regular work day (8 a.m.–5 p.m.) and I schedule my days
accordingly, although I know there is some flexibility” (Subject 15, female, age 37, full time).
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Interestingly, one male and two females indicated that they had no separation between work and
home.
I am not able to separate work from home, because they are the same. I work off and on all
day from 8:00 a.m. until 10:00 p.m. I help my 88-year-old aunt with shopping, medications,
and provider visits in the afternoon. I do separate work from caring for her. I love the
flexibility of online work, because if I have a morning commitment, then I just rearrange my
schedule. I begin my day with running and prayer, which helps me focus. I do not see online
work the same as office work, and there is no need for me to separate home from helping
fellow nurses. Nursing is my life. (Subject 3, female, age 56, part time)
I find that I do not do a good job at all separating my work and my personal time. However, I
prefer it this way, as I am able to spread my time across more hours, which allows me to do
things I want to do during the day such as the gym or Starbucks. (Subject 9, male, age 47,
full time)
While it would be nice to have an office or something similar, this is not an option for me
right now. No, my home environment is my work environment. I’m not sure that I would
even work better in an office as I like to move around a bit. (Subject 13, female, age 36, full
time)
A commonly reported method of structuring their environment was not answering the telephone (n =
7; [5 part time]). “I turn off my phones, emails, and won’t answer the door. Again, because of my
tunnel-vision, those methods work great for me” (Subject 15, female, age 37, full time).
My major reduction of interruptions is that I do not answer the phone almost ever when I am
in the house unless it is my partner or family. Otherwise, all calls go to voicemail. I tell the
students right from the start that they can reach me almost anytime by email, but I don’t
take cold calls because I want to be prepared when I speak with them. I have them trained.
(Subject 6, female, age 68, part time)
Many faculty members in the present study have considered the issue of separating home and work
and have developed methods to maintain the separation. Full-time faculty were more likely to report
having a separate room that they use as an office, while part-time faculty more often reported
structuring their work time and not answering the telephone while at work. A number of
participants mentioned that while they have a main work location, such as an office, they may work
in other locations on a tablet or laptop around their home or in a coffee shop as a change of venue.
The second research question asked if working online affected feelings of home for online faculty and
their family. One interview question addressed this: “Do you feel that the ambiance or feeling about
your home has changed for you or your family due to working at home? Describe the changes that
you have seen.”
For the first theme, the majority of respondents (n = 16, 88.9%) stated that the ambiance of home
had not changed. “There have been no changes. We have always had academic work to do from home,
even before the internet, so not much has really changed” (Subject 7, male, age 68, part time). “I do
not feel the ambiance ‘about our home’ has changed. My office/work is isolated from the rest of the
house and I try to keep it like that” (Subject 15, female, age 37, part time).
Two faculty members indicated feeling that working online does affect the ambiance of home.
“Definitely, working from home changes that ambiance. In some ways, when you work from home,
you are always working. I have tried to fix that but nevertheless, it is true” (Subject 14, female, age
48, part time). “Yes, I would say it has definitely changed the feeling of ‘homeness.’ Even though
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there is a physical separation between ‘home’ and ‘work’ setting, the ‘being at home’ and ‘being at
work’ perceptions have definitely blended” (Subject 18, male, age 49, part time).
The third research question asked how their home environment affects their online work. One
interview question related to this research question: “Are there any other benefits/problems with
working at home that you would like to share?” The responses can be grouped into positive and
negative aspects. On the positive side, 13 (72%) faculty members mentioned that working at home
provided flexibility. “It’s easy to arrange my schedule to accommodate appointments, phone calls,
etc.” (Subject 10, female, age 30, part time). “The advantages are the flexibility. As long as I get the
work done, I can basically do it any time. I really try to get it done during the day, but I’m not always
successful” (Subject 3, female, age 49, full time). Other positive aspects to their work included “it is
easier to control for potential interruptions” (Subject 7, male, age 68, part time) and “I’m less
stressed in the morning about getting to work” (Subject 4, female, age 42, full time).
However, there were negatives to the home work environment, for example, “Working from home can
also be lonely. I miss working with my colleagues in a face-to-face setting” (Subject 10, female, age
30, part time). “I miss actually seeing and talking to colleagues, but when I think back to my
positions in campus-based universities, I mainly miss the social life” (Subject 10, female, age 68, part
time). Another reported negative was people assuming that because the individuals worked at home,
they were open to interruptions: “Some people think working from home means I don’t work.
However, my friends and family who know me know better. They have learned to respect my time…
although at first that required my reminders to them” (Subject 18, male, age 49, part time). “The
interruptions are hard for me to manage, which is why I leave difficult tasks for the 9-to-midnight
'shift.' I often feel like I work third shift” (Subject 12, age 64, part time).
The fourth research question was based on the technique of photovoice: “How do online faculty
visualize their home workplace?” Participants were asked to submit digital photos of the location
that felt like work to them, and subsequently interviewed about the photos. In descriptions of their
workspace, the most common theme that 12 faculty mentioned was the importance of technology in
choosing and setting up their work area. For example, “There is room for my computer, printer, and
extra screen” (Subject 3, female, age 56, part time). Setting up an area/office exclusively for their
online work was common, photos shown in Figures 1 and 2 illustrate some examples.

Figure 1. “I Have Three Screens—Can Have Several Documents/Sites Open” (Subject 6, Female,
Age 68, Part Time)
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Figure 2. “This Is My Work Desk—Only Used for Work. Technology Here—Monitor, Laptop,
Keyboard, Mouse, Chair, Also Have a Kneeling Chair" (Subject 10, Female, Age 30, Part
Time)
A second theme, four participants mentioned was having their books present in their workspace.
Figure 3 illustrates this theme.

Figure 3. “This Is My Designated Area for Work, I Like Being Surrounded by Books” (Subject 18,
Male, Age 49, Part Time)
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A third minor theme that was mentioned by three faculty members was that they chose the work
location because of the view from their office. As shown in Figure 4, one participant submitted the
view from her window.

Figure 4. “Looking at the Lake, How Fortunate I Am to Live Here and Work From Home. It Is a
Wonderful Place to Work” (Subject 2, Female, Age 54, Full Time)
Three discrepant cases are worthy of mention, in which faculty worked in areas of their home other
than an office. These photos are provided in Figures 5–7.
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Figure 5. (I Work in My Kitchen.) “I Work Here During the Day—It Is a Place to Focus. It Is an
Open Space, Makes Me More Alert, Has Bright Light. It Has an Outlet, I Like the Space”
(Subject 13, Female, Age 36, Part Time)

Figure 6. (Lives With Family in an RV, Photo of Chair in RV Living Room). “It Is Comfortable, Near
Kids' Beds” (Subject 11, Female, Age 43, Part Time)
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Figure 7. “I Work Mostly in the Living Room, but I Do Have a Desk in the Bedroom, Mostly Used
to Pile Papers” (Subject 9, Male, Age 47, Full Time)
The use of photovoice in exploring online faculty member's home/ work area provided evidence that
most faculty have clearly defined their work areas based on their use of technology. Of secondary
concern in their work area is the surrounding space, such as having access to books and views from
their window(s). Some individuals (these tended to be younger participants) do not rely on
designated areas, but have tended to integrate their workspace in the living/ family areas.

Discussion
The present qualitative case study extended previous research and theory by exploring how online
faculty members structure their home workplace. The majority of the participants consciously
separated their home and workplace through either utilizing a separate room/area or maintaining a
work schedule that separated work and home through the management of their time. However, the
technology required for conducting their work (e.g., computer, printer, etc.) also appeared to play a
strong role in the choice of maintaining a separate workspace; this was especially the case for fulltime faculty.
Most participants indicated that the ambiance of the home had not changed as a result of their
online work. These findings support previous research in the area of telecommuting regarding work–
life balance (Golden et al., 2006). It may be that those that are able to structure their home with
clearly defined home and work areas are better able to maintain the ambiance of home and as a
result develop a balance between work and home. Additional work in this area is needed.
Participants shared there were positive aspects of working at home, such as having the flexibility to
set their own hours, being able to control work related interruptions, and having a reduction in their
stress levels through not having a daily commute. However, they also shared aspects that negatively
affected their ability to work, such as being lonely and missing the social aspect of the workplace.
Faculty also felt the need to justify their work status with family and friends who encroached on
their work time.
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The use of photovoice offered additional insights into how the participants perceived and thought
about their workspace. The photos provided additional evidence of the separation the participants
had established between home and work and the centrality of their work technology. Of secondary
concern for a number of faculty members was the surroundings within their defined workspace;
having their books available and a beautiful view from their window were mentioned.
The discrepant cases provided alternative counterpoints to the majority views, with a few individuals
indicating no separation of work and home life; these individuals also tended to indicate never
having time away from work. Younger faculty members were less likely to feel the need for a
separate workspace and discussed either working within the family living space or moving with their
laptop throughout the house. As the present study's participants tended to be older (with a mean age
of 52.6 years), the use of on an office may be the result of a number of cohort or age-related factors.
For example, older faculty may have been more likely to have worked previously in a brick-andmortar office environment, thus coming to equate work and office. Cognitive changes with aging may
also make having a quiet, distraction less environment easier in which to work (Ilmarinen, 2001).
Additional research is needed in this area.
The findings from the present study are consistent with Hyrkkänen et al.'s (2012) extension of
Vischer's (2007) user-centered model of the virtual workplace. Participants tended to manage their
physical, functional, and psychological comfort in performing their work related tasks through
control of their physical space and time management. The present study extends the model with the
integration of workspace with home needs, time management, and control of work surroundings (see
Figures 8–10).

Physical Fit of
Environment

Tools

Places of Work

Integration of
Workspace with
Home Needs
Separation of
workspace from
home (e.g., office)

Workspace within
home space (e.g.,
with children)

Layout
(i.e., quiet,
privacy)

Ergonomics

Figure 8. Model of Physical Fit of Work Environment (Blue From Hyrkkänen et al., 2012; Pink
Indicates Additions to Model)
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Functional Fit
of Environment
Use of Time (e.g., technical
problems with devices)

Connectivity to
Internet

Time Management (work
during specific hours)

Figure 9. Model of Functional Fit of Work Environment (Blue From Hyrkkänen et al., 2012; Pink
Indicates Additions to Model)

Psychosocial Fit
of Environment

Territoriality (virtual
belonging)

Privacy

Control (e.g., ever
availability)

Control of Work
Surroundings (e.g., books,
beautiful views)

Figure 10. Model of Psychosocial Fit of Work Environment (Blue From Hyrkkänen et al., 2012;
Pink Indicates Additions to Model)

Limitations of the Study
This study was conducted at a single large online university; faculty volunteered based upon an ad in
the faculty newsletter. Because of this recruitment method, the sample tended to be older and was
predominately female, Caucasian, and married. Presumably, only those individuals very interested
in the topic chose to participate in the email and telephone interview.
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Summary and Future Research
The present study addressed a need in the current literature to understand how online workers (i.e.,
faculty) accommodate their workplace within their home and how the workplace affects their home
environment. Given the results of the current study, virtual workers may find more work
satisfaction by either separating their work area from the family home area or establishing
separation by time. Understanding the needs of virtual workers provides employers with an
opportunity to help new employees set up a controlled and secure work environment and better care
for themselves, which may result in higher job satisfaction and productivity. Employers may be able
to decrease the loneliness experienced by online faculty by establishing virtual communities where
faculty can interact on a daily basis.
The results of the present qualitative case study provide a number of possible avenues of future
research. Some examples include the differences in home working space for millennials versus older
working adults. How do older home-based workers adjust their working environment to
accommodate age related changes? Also of interest is how parents of small children work online at
home, do they work while caring for their children or do they have other accommodations? As more
knowledge accumulates on the online work/home interface, employers may wish to make suggestions
and offer training for new employees on establishing and maintaining the work/home setting.
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Appendix
Email and Follow-Up Interview Questions
Email Interview Questions
1. Tell me how you structure your home environment to be able to work online at home.
2. Do you feel that you separate your work environment from your home environment? If so,
how do you do that? If you do not, then is this something you would like to do? Why or why
not?
3. Do you structure your work environment and work day to reduce or control for interruptions
(some possible examples, do not answer doorbell or phone, send children to a babysitter,
etc.)? If you do so, please describe your methods and how well they work.
4. Do you feel that the ambiance or feeling about your home has changed for you or your family
due to working at home? Describe the changes that you've seen.
5. Are there any other benefits/problems with working at home that you would like to share?

Follow-Up Interview
Looking at your photo of your workplace, describe in what ways this means a place to work for you.
What particularly appeals to you about this area? Is there anything about the workspace that does
not appeal to you? Why did you choose this as your workspace? Where is this area located in your
home? Do you tend to work in just this area or work in different areas of your home?
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